
_ co

APPIOV-J FO-I

)o-olz
r\) -

DECLASSIFIED BY AFIN\aI AV BO.LV29EN (AMENEO)

APPROVED FO IPNIL IC RELEASE

PROJ ECT

SOUTHEAST ASIA

I THE BOLOVENS CAMPAIGN
28 JULY -28 DECEMBER 1911

I CLASSIFIED BV 7AF/oL-A.A/C :lC0
o UBLJECT TO GENERAL DECLASSIFICATIONF-HEDULE OF EXECUTIVE ORDER 11652
oUTOMATICALLY DOWNGRADED AT TWO.YEAR
1' TLRVALS. DECLASSIFIED ON 31 DEC 82I

* 20080910325
-- K717.0414-46J. (THIS PAGE IS UICLASSIFIED)



REPORT DOCUMENTATION PAGE Form Approved
I OMB No. 0704-0188

The public reporting burden for this collection of information is estimated to average 1 hour per response, including the time for reviewing instructions, searching existing data sources,
gathering and maintaining the data needed, and completing and reviewing the collection of information. Send comments regarding this burden estimate or any other aspect of this collection
of information, Including suggestions for reducing the burden, to Department of Defense, Washington Headquarters Services, Directorate for Information Operations and Reports
(0704-0188). 1215 Jefferson Davis Highway, Suite 1204, Arlington, VA 22202-4302. Respondents should be aware that notwithstanding any other provision of law, no person shall be
subject to any penalty for failing to comply with a collection of information if It does not display a currently valid OMB control number.

PLEASE DO NOT RETURN YOUR FORM TO THE ABOVE ADDRESS.
1. REPORT DATE WDD-MM-YYYY) 12. REPORT TYPE 3. DATES COVERED (From - To)

4. TITLE AND SUBTITLE 5a. CONTRACT NUMBER

5b. GRANT NUMBER

5c. PROGRAM ELEMENT NUMBER

6. AUTHOR(S) 5d. PROJECT NUMBER

5e. TASK NUMBER

5f. WORK UNIT NUMBER

7. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES) 8. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION
REPORT NUMBER

Department of the Air Force

Headquarters Pacific Air Forces, CHECO Division
Hickam AFB, HI

9. SPONSORING/MONITORING AGENCY NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES) 10. SPONSOR/MONITOR'S ACRONYM(S)

11. SPONSOR/MONITOR'S REPORT
NUMBER(S)

12. DISTRIBUTION/AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

A -- Approved for Public Release

13. SUPPLEMENTARY NOTES

14. ABSTRACT

Project CHECO was established in 1962 to document and analyze air operations in Southeast Asia. Over the years the meaning of
the acronym changed several times to reflect the escalation of operations: Current Historical Evaluation of Counterinsurgency
Operations, Contemporary Historical Evaluation of Combat Operations and Contemporary Historical Examination of Current
Operations. Project CHECO and other U. S. Air Force Historical study programs provided the Air Force with timely and lasting
corporate insights into operational, conceptual and doctrinal lessons from the war in SEA.

15. SUBJECT TERMS

CHECO reports, Vietnam War, War in Southeast Asia, Vietnam War- Aerial Operations, American

16. SECURITY CLASSIFICATION OF: 17. LIMITATION OF 18. NUMBER 19a. NAME OF RESPONSIBLE PERSON
a. REPORT b. ABSTRACT c. THIS PAGE ABSTRACT OF

PAGES
19b. TELEPHONE NUMBER (Include area code)

Standard Form 298 (Rev. 8/98)
Prescribed by ANSI Std. Z39.18



I , '-I9

I - llJilll
PROJECT

II C ontemporary

H istorica 1

xamination of ,f

Current

0 0 perations
lif IT 1 11 1 11 111111r1" "' REPO RT

I

THE BOLOVENS CAMPAIGN
28 JULY - 28 DECEMBER 1971

8 MAY 1974
i

HQ PACAF

Directorate of Operations Analysis

CHECO/CORONA HARVEST DIVISION

-- Prepared by:

Project CHECO 7th AF

IK717.0414-46



IUNCLASSIFIED
DEPARTMENT OF THE AIR FORCE

HEADQUARTERS PACIFIC AIR FORCES

APO SAN FRANCISCO 96553

i

PROJECT CHECO REPORTS

I The counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare environment of

Southeast Asia has resulted in USAF airpower being employed 
to meet a

i multitude of requirements. These varied applications have involved the

full spectrum of USAF aerospace vehicles, support 
equipment, and manpower.

As a result, operational data and experiences have accumulated which should

be collected, documented, and analyzed for current 
and future impact upon

USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fortunately, the value of collecting and documenting 
our SEA expe-

I riences was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hq USAF directed

CINCPACAF to establish an activity which would provide 
timely and analy-

tical studies of USAF combat operations in SEA and would 
be primarily

3 responsive to Air Staff requirements and direction.

Project CHECO, an acronym for Cont%iporary Historical 
Examination

of Current Operations, was established to meet 
the Air Staff directive.

I Based on the policy guidance of the Office of Air Force 
History and

managed by liq PACAF, with elements in Southeast Asia, Project 
CHECO

provides a scholarly "on-going" historical examination, 
documentation,

I and reporting on USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine 
in PACOM. This

CHECO report is part of the overall documentation and examination which

is being accomplished. It is an authentic source for an assessment of

the effectiveness of USAF airpower in PACOM when 
used in proper context.

The reader must view the study in relation to the 
events and circumstances

at the time of its preparation--recognizing that it was prepared 
on a

contemporary basis which restricted perspective 
and that the author's

I research was limited to records available within his local headquarters

area.

-
ROBERT E. HILLER
Chief, Operations Analysis
DCS/Plans and Operations
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INTRODUCTION

(U) The steeply rising Bolovens Plateau overlooks verdant valleys

on all sides and dominates the southernmost part of Laos. The Bolovens

is strategically important because of its agriculture and location. 
Most

of the population of this area live in rich, crop-producing valleys 
near

the three market towns of Saravane, Attopeu, and Pakse. (See Figure 2.)

To the west of the Bolovens lies the Mekong River and the Thai border; to

the south, Cambodia. To the east runs a portion of the Ho Chi Minh Trail

used by the NIorth Vietnamese Army (NVA) as the lifeblood artery for 
supply-

ing Communist units fighting in South Vietnam and Cambodia.

(U) After the signing of the Geneva Accords in 1962, there was 
little

sustained fighting in the Bolovens area between the Communists and 
Royal

Laotian Government (RLG) units until early 1965. During 1965, increased

use of the 1Ho Chi Minh Trail by the NVA led to greater food requisition-

ing and impressment of the local population for labor, which in turn 
led

to more frequent attacks in southern Laos, as the North Vietnamese 
pur-

.osefully extended their control westward. By January of 1968, which

marked the beginning of over three years of sporadic but sometimes 
bitter

fighting for control of the Bolovens, the Communists had driven government

forces out of Lao Ngam in the northern foothills of the Bolovens and 
opened

the valley of the Done river as far south as Pakse to Pathet Lao (PL)

requisitioning and recruiting activity.

(U) The sudden removal on 18 March 1970 of the Cambodian head of

state, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, in a coup d'etat deprived the Communists

xii
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PORTION OF MR IV SURROU1NDING THE BOLOVE14S PLATEAU
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of vital landing* and transit rights granted them by Sihanouk and forced

them into total dependence on the Ho Chi Minh Trail to move supplies

southwestward into the Central Highlands of South Vietnam. In an effort

to counteract this serious loss the Communists elected to reorganize

and expand their supply routes by using a main waterway, the Kong river,

that flows southward to Cambodia. First, however, they had to dispose

of the last remaining military obstacle along that waterway, the Royal

Lao Army garrison at Attopeu. This posed no serious problem to the NVA.

For years they had controlled the countryside around the town of 5,000

people, apparently content to build their supply routes around Attopeu

leaving the garrison of two battalions isolated and unmolested as long

as they did not venture too far out into the countryside. This peace-

ful accommodation ended on the night of 28 April 1970 when the NVA

launched their attack. On the second night, when the NVA offered to

let them evacuate if they laid down their arms, the 400 Royal Army

troops accepted the condition and walked out of the area using the

sole escape route, north along the base of the steep sides of the

Bolovens.

(U) Subsequently, after a series of hard-fought battles, the Conmunists

gained control of the eastern rim of the Bolovens in August of 1970. Less

than a year later, on 16 May 1971, the last of the Royal government forces

*They had enjoyed access to Cambodia's port facilities, and had extensively

utilized the port at Sihanoukville (subsequently renamed Kampong Saom) to

bring in military supplies destined for their forces in southern Southeast

Asia.

xiv
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were defeated and driven from the plateau. Complete control of the Bolovens I

permitted the enemy to expand his lines of communication 
(LOCs) west and

south, gave him strategic high ground from which to move 
into the valleys

and, also, to protect the Trail, and, significantly, denied the 
use of air-

strips on the plateau which had been extensively used 
to infiltrate and

exfiltrate RLG troops for reconnaissance and interdiction 
operations of

the Trail.

-W Frow1 28 July to 28 December 1971, the Royal Laotian Government

conducted a nilitary campaign to regain control of this 
important terri-

tory. This was primarily a ground campaign, with the United States 
Air

Force's role limited because (1) the campaign was, in 
large part, carried

on during the wet season and bad weather restricted U.S. 
air support,

(2) the targets were primarily dispersed, mobile, small units against which

high speed and costly USAF tactical air (TACAIR) would not 
have been as

efficient as the RLAF* equipment, (3) campaign planners in Laos failed

to coordinate air support requirements early enough with responsible 
Air I

Force units, and (4) the scheduling of U.S. TACAIR, which 
was needed to

support operations in Vietnam, Cambodia, and other areas 
of Laos, was a

problem. Competing demands for TACAIR, coordinating delays, the 
require-

ment to frag USAF TACAIR a day or more in advance, and its 
relatively

short loiter time, generally militated against the use of 
USAF TACAIR

in favor of the RLAF. However, on the few occasions that the enemy was

massed and the military situation was critical and less fluid, the American

*Royal Laotian Air Force.

xv
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Embassy effectively employed USAF TACAIR in the Bolovens campaign. Never-

theless, for pro-government forces the five-month campaign ended in

frustration as the NVA, after initial setbacks, retained control of

the area. It is this struggle between the RLG forces and the PL/I1VA

for control of the Bolovens Plateau which is the subject of this report.

xvi
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CHAPTER I

THE BOLOVENS CAMPAIGN: PLANS

5Shortly after the loss of the Bolovens in May 1971, Laotian Prime

Minister Souvanna Phouma ordered government forces to retake the area,1

and on 9 June a counter-attack was launched against the enemy. Known

as Operation Phiboonpol, the friendly offensive lasted only two days, and

ended with the friendly forces in disarray.

IThe United States Ambassador to Laos, G. McMurtrie Godley, felt
that, aside from purely operational considerations, the recapture of the

Plateau was necessary if the RLG hoped to successfully force the enemy

to come to the bargaining table to negotiate a compromise peace settle-

ment. The Ambassador instructed his Controlled American Source (CAS)

elements to plan, in conjunction with the Laotian general staff, a cam-

paign which would successfully bring the Bolovens back under RLG control.

With the wet season impeding enemy resupply efforts, it was believed

that RLG forces would have the advantage and be able to conduct a success-

ful counter-offensive. Officials also believed that by driving hard,

government troops could establish strong defensive positions at forward

" -locations which would make additional enemy gains during the next dry
3

season much more difficult.

* The code name for the battle plan emerging from this joint plan-

Uning activity was Operation Sayasila. In brief, the plan specified an

all-RLG ground operation with the Royal Laotian Air Force (RLAF) providing

the necessary air support. Principal objectives of the plan were: (1)

1



capture and hold the provincial capital of Saravane for a short period

of time; (2) interdict Route 16/23 west of Saravane; (3) destroy the

enemy logistics base south of the Se Don (Xe Don) River and north of

Lao Ngam; and (4) recapture Paksong and clear Route 23 west and north

of town. (See Figure 3.) The operation was to begin at the end of

July.

O Operation Sayasila was to be conducted in two phases. In Phase I

(to be completed the first day) Saravane and its airstrip were to be

secured. This would divert the enemy's attention from the Lao Ngam/

Paksong sector, and, by bringing the provincial capital under RLG con-

trol, would be a psychological boost for the government. Phase II,

scheduled to begin on the second day, was to be an all-out effort to

secure Route 23 and the town of Paksong with its surrounding high ground.

WF During the final planning for the operation, campaign organizers

re-evaluated the decision that all air support would be provided by the

RLAF, and three days before the operation was to begin belatedly requested

United States air support. The petition for United States assistance

came as a result of an analysis of the RLAF capability and enemy strength.

The Air Attache (AIRA) in Vientiane was to arrange for U.S. tactical air

support for the duration of the campaign (then estimated at 30 days), and

he requested 12 sorties of fighters per day. A division of the air support

effort for Military Region (MR) IV was established for RLAF and USAF air-

craft. RLAF T-28s would be employed mainly in a direct air support role

and RLAF AC-47s would provide primary night support in all areas throughout

23
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the campaign, while U.S. TACAIR would be employed against anti-aircraft

artillery (AM), troops in contact (TIC), known storage areas, and tar- -
gets of opportunity during daylight hours. U.S. gunship support would

not be fragged, but would be provided on a divert basis throughout theI
8

operation. Airlift of supplies and troops would be conducted jointly

by the RLAF, civilian contractor (Air America), and USAF CH-3 and CH-539

helicopters controlled by 7/13 Air Force.

43
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CHAPTER II

OPERATION SAYASILA

Phase I - Saravane

4 Elements from the three primary government fighting organiza-

tions in Laos--the American-financed irregular guerrilla forces, regular

Laotian rightist forces known as the Forces Armees Royale (FAR), and

regular neutralist forces designated as the Forces Armees Neutralist (FAN)--

I were joined for Operation Sayasila. On 28 July 1971, Phase I began.

Irregular troops had massed at an airstrip near Ban Koutlamphong (WC8833*),

I more familiarly known as Papa (for Pakse) Site Number 47 (PS-47). (See

Figure 4.) Early that morning, helicopters began shuttling the irregulars

to a helicopter landing zone (HLZ) approximately two kilometers south of

I Saravana [Lima Site (LS)-44, XC5237]. Although intelligence reports indi-

cated that the North Vietnamese were building troop strength in the area,

3 friendy forces entering the provincial capital of Saravane found the town

deserted.

# At 0940 hours, the RLG flag was raised over the control tower at

the airstrip, and shortly thereafter. irregulars occupied Saravane, bringing

the city under government control. By 1200 hours, friendly forces had set

up a cotimnand post and assigned battalion defensive positions northeast,

west, and southwest of the town. Although American Forward Air Controllers

(FACs) (using the call sign RAVEN) provided air surveillance during the

*Coordinates in the Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) Grid System.
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